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Occasionally the digitization process introduces transcription errors or other problems; we are 
continuing to work to improve these archived versions. 


DZINGAI MUTUMBUKA, Zimbabwe's quick-witted Education Minister, was expounding 
the need for private investment, foreign capital and more small business to promote African 
development. Suddenly, from the audience of the Botswana conference, a young woman 
asked in evident bewilderment, ''Does that mean that socialism is over?'' The Minister 
chuckled. ''There is nothing in socialism against profits;' he said. ''The difference is that 
under socialism, nobody gets exploited.” 


Nobody can say for sure what socialism is any longer, or rather so many people say so many 
different things that what they are really saying is, as Humpty Dumpty said to Alice, ''It 
means just what I choose it to mean.” 


For a long time, the system initiated by the Bolsheviks after the Russian Revolution was 
considered the very model of a Marxist state. Under Stalin, the system's ideology came to be 
called Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism, and the phrase - truncated to Marxism-Leninism after 
Nikita S. Khrushchev's de-Stalinization campaign - is still very much a part of the Communist 
world's litany. 


But the old magnetic appeal and the certainties clearly aren't there anymore. Almost every 
self-proclaimed Marxist-Leninist regime tinkers with the once-unchallengeable formula. The 
Soviets and their Eastern European allies now use the phrase "real socialism" to distinguish 
their systems from those of other claimants. What's more, as a Mozambican official noted 
recently, ''Gorbachev is doing things he would have been put in jail for advocating five years 
ago." 


Indeed, there has been a spectacular decline in the attraction of Soviet ideology. The system 
of ''the socialist motherland" no longer serves as anyone's ideal. The Soviets themselves 
admit ''mistakes;' ''stagnation;' "corruption," ''inefficiencies.'' Almost every other 
Communist regime accepts the necessity of adapting to "national circumstances," 
undermining the previous dogma that the ideology provides a predetermined, universal 
guide to historical triumph. 


There is a Sharp debate among American intellectuals today over the contemporary status of 
Communism. Some point to the tremendous decline in its appeal and pronounce victory; 
others, to the tremendous armed power of Communist states and cry alarm. Both groups fail 
to make the distinction between Marxist ideology and Leninist organization. 
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Despite its apostles' insistence on the ''Marxist-Leninist" tag, what is happening today is the 
divorce of Marxism and Leninism. They are separating, so that now one must look closer to 
see which way a country is really going. It was startling to see that China now allows the 
limited purchase of stocks in certain circumstances, but as the recent tightening of political 
controls has shown, it certainly doesn't mean that the country is ''abandoning Communism, 
as some said. And it is evident that Mikhail Gorbachev's reform program is not challenging 
the fundamentals of the Soviet system, but that certainly doesn't mean nothing is changing in 
the Soviet Union. 


Founded on the belief that economic power ultimately determines everything else about a 
society, Marxism posits a system for complete control of the economy in the conviction that 
all other problems will then automatically be soluble. Leninism, on the other hand, is a system 
aimed at the complete organization of political power, which thereby assures control of 
everything else, including the economy. It has become increasingly clear that Marxism can 
be well diluted in the economy, and that Leninism will still survive unweakened. The other 
way around scarcely works, as it has turned out. INTHE THIRD WORLD, THOUGH SOME 
RE-gimes still call themselves Marxist, most have developed a willingness to try an 
assortment of mixed-economy programs. In Zimbabwe, for example, Robert Mugabe came 
to power as a Marxist, but it has been widely noticed that his country's relative economic 
success is due to Mugabe's ability to maintain a sturdy, white-dominated private sector. He is 
not apologetic; indeed, he is proud of it. Results, not labels or creed, are the Key test in most 
decolonized countries now. The emotional line that must not be crossed has to do with national 
pride, safeguarding the new sense of sovereignty and independence, not ideology. 


But Leninism, the Communist form of political organization, continues to flourish: the one- 
party state, dictation from above, unrelenting discipline and demand for total commitment as 
a way to gain power over a more or less disorganized majority, the use of force once in power 
to suppress opposition. No existing Communist regime, no matter how far it has gone in 
trying to free the economy from stifling centralized control, has suggested weakening the 
supremacy of the party or permitting attempts to share power. 


When Chinese students demonstrated for political democracy last December, they were 
briefly tolerated, and then there was a sharp crackdown. After the special Central Committee 
meeting the following month that deposed First Secretary Hu Yaobang, a communique 
reasserted the ''four cardinal principles - the socialist road, the people's democratic 
dictatorship, leadership by the Communist party, and Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong 
thought." But it also reaffirmed economic reforms, proclaiming economic construction as the 
"central task." 
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Even some non-Communist third- world regimes are trying to develop a Leninist-style 
hierarchy and discipline. What distinguishes these governments from old-style dictatorships, 
which were usually based on the military, is their emphasis on party supremacy. 


In Zimbabwe, Mugabe is pushing for a one-party state, though the mixed economy there 
would not necessarily be affected. In Kenya, by no means a Marxist state, President Daniel 
arap Moi recently forced through a law strengthening his power to appoint and dismiss key 
officials. This provoked a debate in the Kenyan legislature over whether the parliament or 
the party was the ultimate seat of power. President Moi proclaimed that ''the party is 
supreme" and therefore, as president of the party (not necessarily as president of the 
country), the rights reverted to him. This is a hallmark of Leninism. 


These developments make it possible to see that the hyphen linking Marxism-Leninism was 
arbitrary, not an inevitability but one of those extremely important conjunctions in history 
with enormous but not necessarily irreversible effects. Leszek Kolakowski, the Polish political 
philosopher, said flatly in an interview in Partisan Review that ''Marxism-Leninism is 
nothing more than Stalin's doctrine.’ Marx ''never imagined communism or socialism as a 
kind of concentration camp,'' said Kolakowski. "Quite the contrary. Nevertheless there is a 
kind of ideological logic which is independent of the conscious intentions of the writer... . I 
think that Leninist version, the despotic totalitarian version of socialism, was not essentially a 
distortion of Marxism. I think it was a well-substantiated variant of Marxism..." 


The essence of Leninism is its emphasis on the role and structure of the ruling party, and the 
principle of ''democratic centralism,' which establishes authority from the top down, never 
from the bottom up. Adam Michnik, the brilliant and articulate Polish dissident, points to 
three key elements of Leninism: the leading role of the party; the nomen-klatura (the select 
group that is alone permitted the exercise of authority); and the concept of politics as war, an 
extension of the idea of class struggle that considers any disagreement with the dictates of 
the party as the mark of the enemy. 


If Gorbachev's proposed reforms, including secret-ballot elections for party office witha 
choice of candidates, were indeed to reverse the direction of control, that would approach the 
margin of transformation. But to make the state non-Leninist it would still be necessary to 
dissolve the nomenklatura and abandon the party's monopoly on power. 


On the other hand, if Moi and other Kenyan leaders move to make the ruling party 
unchallengeable from outside its membership or from below, Kenya could be called Leninist 
whether or not there is a Marxist-inspired, centrally planned economy. What would be the 
difference between such a non-Marxist Leninist state and a fascist one? In practice, not 
much, only the expression of idealism and generosity with which Leninism is ordinarily 
cloaked. 


https ://www.nytimes.com/1987/06/07/mag azine/communism-without-marx.html 4/19 


2/17/2021 COMMUNISM WITHOUT MARX - The New York Times 

The economic failure of Marxism has been visible in both Leninist and non-Leninist states, 
but the former have a much harder time correcting their errors. The Bolsheviks will 
celebrate the 70th anniversary of their revolution this year. Many other countries, with 
different cultures and historical backgrounds, have practiced "the Leninist version" of 
Marxism for a generation or more. None of these countries have been able to produce to the 
satisfaction of their people or to provide a better way of creating and distributing wealth. 


I NCOMMUNIST COUNTRIES, the appreciation of the importance of the market is 
expanding. Many have recognized that the central planning system cannot establish an 
adequate measure of the success or failure of an enterprise. After all, profitability is the only 
reliable test for economic performance (there are other tests for social value). And the only 
reliable way to measure profitability is through a price mechanism that is allowed to respond 
to market forces. 


The Chinese astonished the world a (Continued on Page 52) few years ago by announcing 
that ''Marx didn't overrule the laws of supply and demand." And they got remarkable results 
by acting on their insight. Officially, China calls its policy the ''socialist commodity economy, ' 
an evolving concept flexible enough to allow various kinds of experimentation. It was applied 
first to agriculture. Peasants were encouraged to use a part of the state-owned land for their 
own purposes after fulfilling their state production quotas; they were freed to market their 
surplus production on their own. 


Within a few years, China was transformed from a huge food importer into a country able to 
feed its one billion people and raise the living standards of vast numbers of them. Rural 
incomes rose as much in the eight years from 1978 to 1986 as in the previous 30 years. 


Now China is moving on to the far more intricate task of applying limited market principles 
to industry. The embryonic stock market is a part of this. More important is a recent decision 
to let the market develop prices in certain circumstances for four key industrial materials - 
steel, coal, lumber and cement - in order to stimulate production, as well as force enterprise 
managers to budget more realistically. Some workers are permitted to enter into labor 
contracts, giving up the guarantee of static but lifetime employment in exchange for what the 
China Daily called "less secure but more enterprising jobs." 


Separating economic and political controls inevitably means drawing a fine line in practice. 
This was demonstrated to me last fall during a conversation at a huge engineering works at 
Chongquing. The enterprise manager and the head of the factory party committee, both 
fortyish, received me side by side, ostensibly as equals. But on questions of management 
authority, it was the manager who answered, insisting that in case of any disagreements he 
had the right of final decision. 
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The party secretary was clearly discomfited. Asked if he would rather be manager, he said 
very stiffly, ''I am a party member and I accept the task the party has assigned to me. 
Besides;,' he added, speaking to his colleague, "you are a member of the party committee, so 
of course you would listen to the party's views." Even so, the manager repeated his primacy 
in economic decisions, and at last, uneasily, the secretary conceded: ''Well, yes, he does have 
the last word, but he also has the responsibility. If anything goes wrong, he gets the blame." 
On that they agreed. 


So far, Gorbachev's economic reforms have not begun to touch such key areas as private 
enterprise and the price system. The Soviets are tinkering with management and the 
structure of responsibility but do not, as far as is known, plan to introduce the idea of 
bankruptcy, which the Chinese have begun to use in order to provide an economic rather than 
administrative penalty for failure. There have long been attempts in the Soviet Union to find 
economic incentives, but they have either become bogged down in the bureaucratic system 
or come to be seen as cynical devices to squeeze more out of the workers. Debate over reform 
is now essentially about what kinds of incentives, with more market influence, should be tried 
at this stage. 


N OWHERE HAS THE MAR«x-ist prophecy been realized that ownership of the means of 
production by the workers leads to the withering away of the state. But Marx erred in many 
of his predictions, most flagrantly in his forecast of the evolution of capitalism. He foresaw 
greater and greater concentrations of monopoly power, greater and greater oppression and 
impoverishment of workers, so that class war of the miserable, desperate many against the 
moneyed few would become inevitable. He did not imagine the astonishing expansion in total 
wealth that could be created by industrialization, nor the development of a market in which 
the workers' role as consumers would be as essential a part of the system as their role in 
production. 


The decline of Marxism as a mobilizing vision is due not only to failure. In some ways, it is 
due to success. Many Marxist ideas have been so thoroughly co-opted and absorbed by 
capitalist societies that they are no longer identified as Marxist. The organization of labor; 
legislation protecting the rights of workers as well as those of the weak and defenseless, 
especially children; public responsibility for the basic welfare of all members of society -all of 
these were Marxist demands that are now accepted without cavil by modern capitalism. 


"From each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs" is a formulation of 
Marxian egalitarianism that has never been applied in any country, including Communist 
states. But the progressive income tax is a moderate adaptation of the impulse of generosity 
that it reflects, and the societies closest to fulfilling it are the Scandinavian democracies and 
the Netherlands. It is no longer conceivable in any advanced industrial state that certain 
fundamental needs of citizens, such as public health, education and the minimum of food and 


https ://www.nytimes.com/1987/06/07/mag azine/communism-without-marx.html 6/9 


2/17/2021 COMMUNISM WITHOUT MARX - The New York Times 

shelter, should be left entirely to the mercy of the marketplace. Meanwhile, in many countries 
the "class" of property-owners has expanded so enormously that it is now a substantial 
majority, when all types of ownership are included. 


In Western Europe, opposition Communist parties, once so strong that they provoked real 
fears of their coming to power, are fading into marginal status. ''Eurocommunism,'' launched 
by the Italians in the 1970's as an attempt to rally a coalition of Western Communists able to 
maintain enough visible distance from Moscow's tutelage to provide some independent 
legitimacy, has failed and disappeared. 


The influence of the Marx-ist ideal of social justice remains compelling, and indeed still grows 
in some places, notably in universities where in many disciplines theory and abstraction 
prevail over observation. But politicians who have had responsibility for government in the 
West have come to see the state's role in a different light. Former French Premier Laurent 
Fabius explained the changed attitude of French socialists: 


"We are trying to promote social justice, tax reform, better education. This means that [ 
French socialism now ] is very different from the old concept, which was based on Marxism. 
This is no longer the case, because we cannot relate to people only in terms of workers. There 
are workers and nonworkers and the nonworkers are more numerous than the workers. We 
cannot expect both to be Marxist and to support freedom." 


LENINISM'S SUR-Vvival is a matter of will and force. Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan of 
New York acknowledged the continuing vigor of Leninism in a recent article. 


"Leninism,' he wrote, ''the theory and practice of the single-party state, of a government- 
owned and -controlled economy, of police terror, has proved a brutal but often effective near- 
term means of mobilization of power in relatively primitive societies. It proved that in 
Russia; it is proving so in Nicaragua." 


"Near-term"' is an extraordinarily optimistic assessment, and many in Eastern Europe - in 
Czechoslovakia and Poland, for example -would bristle at the idea that it was the primitive 
state of their societies rather than the well-developed state of Soviet armed force that enabled 
Leninism to be implanted on their soil. Further, the Leninist principle has been seen to work 
with breathtaking if usually only temporary success in the capture of certain organizations in 
the West. The rise of the Militant Tendency faction in the British Labor Party is one example; 
so was the emergence of the so-called Communist-front organizations in America. 


Domestic opposition has never yet managed to overthrow a regime organized and 
consolidated on the Leninist principle. (The Marxist-Leninists of Grenada were ousted, but 
by an American invasion. The leftist regime of Salvador Allende Gossens was overthrown by 
a military coup, but its Communist faction had not achieved dominance and had not 
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consolidated Leninist power. The regime in Afghanistan, installed by a series of extremely 
bloody and increasingly violent internal coups, would surely fall if not for the Soviet 
occupation.) This doesn't mean a Leninist regime could never be overthrown or significantly 
reformed, as Solidarity sought to do in Poland and advocates of "socialism with a human 
face" hoped to do during Prague's brief "spring." But the inherent dynamic of Leninism is to 
organize the state's power in such a way as to prevent the success of such challenges even 
when the challengers are clearly in the majority. 


It is true, as Senator Moynihan implies, that where Marxist societies start to move away from 
total economic control and orthodoxy in the effort to promote better economic results, 
challenges to Leninist political controls almost inevitably arise. For the Polish regime, this 
was the most intolerable aspect of the Solidarity movement, which the Warsaw Government 
reluctantly at first accepted in the hope that it could be limited to the factory floor. This is 
China's dilemma, expressed by some audacious speculation about changing the role of the 
party in the months leading up to the student demonstrations. 


Su Shaozhi, a leading party theoretician, was quoted as saying last October: ''The theme in 
Leninism that leadership of the party is absolute and overwhelming is consistent with an 
underground party, which must depend on iron discipline and linear leadership. But it should 
be different when the party is actually in power. Then the party should concern itself with 
providing the guiding lines of policy [ and not running the country ] .' 


Since Deng Xiaoping took power, there have been continuous zigzags in officially endorsed 
Chinese stands on how far full central political control can be relaxed and where it must be 
rigidly maintained. It must be as-sumed that Moscow was pleased with the recent stiffening 
in Beijing. The Soviets have shown great interest in Chinese reforms, while always 
emphasizing the political risks. 


IN LUANDA, IN JANU-ary, Angola's Director of Information, Paulino Pinto Joao, arrived 
late for an appointment, explaining that he had been delayed at an important high-level party 
meeting ''to perfect our ideological work." I mentioned that I placed little confidence in 
ideologies. He seemed truly appalled. ''But you have to have an ideology,' he said, ''or you 
don't know where you're going. How else do you explain to people why they have to work and 
fight?" 


A few days earlier, in Maputo, Mozambique, a country that has moved much farther away 
from dogma than Angola, a party official said with an air of resignation that the reasons for 
ideological rigor had seemed inescapable at first, and that it was only with experience that 
the regime was learning to define its needs in more practical ways. 
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"During the fight for independence,’ he said, ''Marxism was a tool to understand our reality. 
It was useful to mobilize people. When we found the texts, we felt we knew why our 
circumstances were as they were. And the Soviets were always preaching against 
colonialism, against exploitation. It seemed natural to look to them.” 


Now the regime has turned to emphasizing goals - independence, nation-building, 
development - that are seen as appealing enough in themselves not to need a dogma that gets 
in the way of solutions. ''We suffered from radicalism,’ said the official, ''which is a disease, 
the disease of young revolutions. But we see that we can't deal with reality that way.' 


On Sept. 2, 1986, Deng Xiaoping said in an interview with Mike Wallace in which he stressed 
the breadth of his reform movement: "I am a Marxist. ... We made the revolution, won the 
country and finally founded the People's Republic of China because we had this faith and this 
ideal." 


Today, even though "Marxism-Leninism," like ''Mao Zedong thought,’ remains a hallowed 
phrase, the content has been vastly changed and the blind faith it once evoked has been 
shattered everywhere. 


The divorce of Marxism and Leninism means that the techniques of holding power have 
outlived the inspiration that drove people to organize in revolutionary zeal. This is worrying 
to some shrewd students of political-intellectual history. For, as one of them, the Italian 
commentator Arrigo Levi, points out: ''It is dangerous when a vacuum appears on the left. 
Something worse always turns up to replace what has drained away." 


Flora Lewis writes the Foreign Affairs column for the New York Times Op-Ed page. Her new book, "Europe Today," will be 
published in the fall. 


A version of this article appears in print on , Section 6, Page 44 of the National edition with the headline: COMMUNISM WITHOUT MARX 


https ://www.nytimes.com/1987/06/07/mag azine/communism-without-marx.html 9/9 


